l, (.uiiuuuetj iviicruuM vjuuusiaui ui me /uixuiuiism cuiu Drug Addiction Research Foundation in Toronto, the issue of availability is much like that of violence on television. The data suggesting a link between greater availability and more drinking are not conclusive. But they are strong enough for policymakers to view with caution any action that would make alcohol more available. "Quite a number of studies, in addition to common sense, would suggest that we stop making alcohol ever more available," says Goodstadt. "The data are not sterling, you would not stake your entire reputation on any single study, but collectively you would say: 'Hold on.' "
Political Realities
Legislators must take into account many competing concerns besides public health in making decisions about alcohol policy. For instance, when Congress raised the federal tax on cigarettes from 8 cents to 16 cents per pack in 1982 (it too had not been changed since the 1950s), the incidence of lung cancer may not have been as forceful an argument as the need to help reduce a skyrocketing federal deficit. Still, if people smoke less as a result of the price hike, one effect of the tax increase will be an improvement in health.
Increasing the taxes on alcohol could have this same dual effect. "Taxation has the clear advantage of working at a distance from people and accomplishing more than one end, which in politics is always good," says Dan Beauchamp. Whatever a legislator's motivation, higher taxes on alcohol could both reduce alcohol problems and raise public revenues. "There are a number of alternatives for reducing the U.S. budget deficit," says Cook. "Few of them have the substantial beneficial side effects that would result from raising the alcohol excise tax rates."
Then again, there are a number of powerful factors working against an increase in alcohol taxes. For instance, higher taxes at the federal or state level may affect the net receipts of the alcoholic beverage industry and impinge on the profit margins or business practices of brewers, vintners, distillers, and the higher alcohol content.
